Among the areas of emphasis in the language-teaching profession today we find considerable emphasis on (a) evaluation, (b) contextualization, and (c) technology. Although the greater emphasis in language assessment has been on global proficiency, there is also a need to examine specific points of students' language competence in order to help them improve the correctness of their communication. Considering these areas of emphasis, we undertook an effort to create a contextualized, online, diagnostic test of Spanish. This article explains the rationale behind the project and the procedures for accomplishing the task. We also describe a study conducted to determine the validity and practicality of the contextualized test. Results of the study indicate there appears to be little, if any, measurement advantage in using a contextualized test over a more traditional discrete-point test.
INTRODUCTION
In recent years, language assessment has placed considerable emphasis on evaluating global proficiency. There is, however, a continuing need for students to be able to identify specific areas of difficulty with the language in order to "polish" their linguistic skills; a diagnostic test can be useful in accomplishing this task. Individuals coming back from in-country languagelearning experiences (e.g., study abroad, student exchange programs, missionary or government service, or other foreign residency opportunities) often have developed intermediate-to advanced-level communication skills but still retain certain grammatical inaccuracies. A tool designed to identify-or diagnose-these areas of deficiency so that they can be corrected is helpful to language learners who want to improve their communication accuracy.
In this paper we will briefly review various types of language tests and their associated purposes as well as some issues related to test development. We will then discuss the development of and concerns associated with a contextualized, online, diagnostic test of Spanish.
PURPOSES FOR LANGUAGE TESTING
Language tests are useful because they provide administrators, teachers, and students with certain kinds of valuable information (Shohamy, 1992) . Language testing serves many purposes: to determine one's aptitude for learning a language (aptitude tests), to ascertain which course is best suited for a given student (placement tests), to determine a learner's global ability to function in the language (proficiency tests), to find out how well a learner can perform particular tasks in the language (performance tests), to track a student's progress through the curriculum (achievement tests), or to identify specific areas of deficiency in the language (diagnostic tests). These tests and their purposes are briefly described below.
Language Aptitude Tests
Language aptitude tests are designed to determine one's probable ability to succeed in learning another language. Aptitude tests were more commonly used in the 1960s and early 1970s than we see them used currently. Language aptitude tests were particularly popular during the era of individualized instruction (Chastain, 1976) . The most well known test of this genre, the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT), was first published in 1959. This test was designed for use with students in grades 11-12. A few years later, 1967, Carroll and Sapon authored the Modern Language Aptitude Test-Elementary (MLAT-E) for grades 3-6. Another popular aptitude test that surfaced in the 1960s was the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB).
1 Pimsleur's test was designed for individuals from seventh grade to adult.
Language Placement Tests
Language placements tests are used to help students identify the language course or level of language study most appropriate for them, based on their demonstrated ability to use various aspects of the language. Placement decisions often have been based primarily upon the number of classes the student has previously taken in the language, or "seat time." However, placement on this basis does not take into account several important factors such as the effectiveness of the student's past teacher(s), the specific information covered, extracurricular or other out-of-class exposure to the language, and, in general, the student's actual facility with the language. Therefore, a placement exam is helpful in determining precisely what knowledge-particularly grammar knowledge-the student has of that language, having learned it under one or more of the circumstances mentioned above.
Over the years, a number of placement exams have been created, both locally (by individual classroom teachers) and commercially. Initially, placement tests were pencil-andpaper varieties, but during the past couple of decades they have become computerized. A particularly successful method for language placement testing is computer-adaptive placement testing (see Larson & Madsen, 1985; Larson, 1989; Bernhardt, Rivera, & Kamil, 2004) . The added benefits of web-based adaptive placement tests include, among other things, instantaneous placement feedback to the examinees; shorter, more focused tests; and access to the tests from virtually anywhere in the world where there is an internet connection.
Language Proficiency Tests
Language proficiency tests are designed to test global language ability, "the language needed in 'real life'" (Shohamy, 1992) . The most well known proficiency assessment criteria used in United States language education today are the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 1986), which present a "common metric" for a wide range of language abilities in speaking and writing. The ACTFL proficiency scale is not linear; rather, it is multidimensional, requiring progressively more language skill to attain each subsequent proficiency level. Each level of proficiency on the ACTFL scale, ranging from "novice" through "superior," is depicted by specific characteristics, or proficiency descriptions. In the case of oral proficiency assessment, four interrelated assessment criteria underlie the proficiency descriptions: (a) global tasks or functions, which are linguistic tasks, such as asking for information, narrating, describing past events, and expressing opinions; (b) contexts/ content areas, which are the circumstances, linguistic or situational, in which these tasks are performed and the topics that relate to these contexts; (c) accuracy, including proper use of grammar and vocabulary, precise pronunciation, fluency, sociolinguistic appropriateness and appropriate strategies for discourse management; and (d) text type, that is, can the examinees converse in only discrete words and phrases, or are they able to use sentences and paragraphs, or are they able to use extended discourse (Swender, 1999) .
Language Performance Tests
Language performance tests are similar to proficiency tests, except that they focus on specific tasks that one can actually do in the language. Performance tests can be either formative or summative in nature. The Performance Assessment of Language Students (PALS) project in Fairfax County, Virginia, is a good example of performance-based assessment. Through these tests, students are evaluated on their ability to accomplish "performance tasks" (see Tulou & Pettigrew, 1999) .
Language Achievement Tests
Sometimes referred to as progress tests, language achievement tests are designed to measure language learned during a specific course of instruction. They are generally classroom tests that are "directly tied to a particular curriculum and are used to evaluate student progress toward or mastery of course objectives" (Barrette, 2004, p. 58) . Language achievement tests can be used to examine each of the four language modalities-listening, speaking, reading, and writing-or to determine students' ability to master components of the language such as phonology, morphology, semantics, syntax, and pragmatics. Although language achievement tests are usually associated with classroom testing, there are also a number of commercially developed achievement tests that have been "standardized." These standardized language achievement tests facilitate comparing students across programs, comparing language programs, or awarding credit by examination. 
Language Diagnostic Tests
The purpose of a language diagnostic test is to identify specific areas of strength or deficiency of language learners, most commonly with respect to grammatical concepts of the language. Somewhat surprisingly, only a handful of language-specific diagnostic tests have been available on a national basis. However, some institutions, such as the Monterey Institute of International Studies, do provide language diagnostic tests for students in their own programs (see MIIS's website at http://language.miis.edu/lgp/diagnostic-tests.html).
Perhaps the best known, universally accessible language diagnostic test is DIALANG (http://www.dialang.org/intro.htm), which was funded by the European Commission and some 25 participating institutions, largely universities, throughout the European Union (Alderson & Huhta, 2005) . DIALANG was designed to be "a tool that supports independent, life-long language learning by providing the users with a wide range of feedback that helps them to diagnose strengths and weaknesses in their proficiency, to plan further language learning and to become more aware of their language skills" (Alderson & Huhta, . DIALANG is an online diagnostic language assessment system that contains tests of reading, listening, writing, vocabulary, and structures in 14 European languages: Danish, Dutch, English, Finn-ish, French, German, Greek, Icelandic, Irish, Italian, Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish, and Swedish. The test is available to anyone without charge via the internet. It is the first largescale language assessment system that aims at diagnosing rather than certifying language proficiency. Users are given four different types of test results and two sets of advice, or "awareness-raising" information, which is designed to assist them as they continue their language learning. Test results are reported according to the six levels of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) scale, ranging from A1 (the lowest level) to C2 (the highest level). A detailed description of DIALANG is found in Alderson and Huhta's 2005 article in Language Testing.
ISSUES RELATED TO TEST DEVELOPMENT AND ADMININISTRATION

Contextualization
Notwithstanding the language teaching profession's emphasis for years on communication and contextualization, language test items have customarily focused on discrete points of grammar or vocabulary, presented without any running context to assist test takers in determining the full interpretation of the item. Recently, however, some widely used tests have been revised to help test takers understand and use language in academic contexts (Alderson & Banerjee, 2002) . Shrum and Glisan (2005) insist that context makes the elements of the sentence (i.e., words and structures) "meaningful through the overall message" (p. 53). As early as the 1960s, language educators were advocating that aspects of grammatical competence should be taught in the context of meaningful communication (Oller & Obrecht, 1968) . Omaggio Hadley (2001) asserts that "language use in the classroom, whether for analytic or experiential purposes, ought to be contextualized. Even analytic activities and form-focused practice exercises will be improved if they consist of sentences that are connected to one another in a logical sequence or relationship" (p. 141).
As with contextualized teaching, contextualized testing is also strongly advocated. Shrum and Glisan (2005) in their Teacher's Handbook state that "in the new assessment paradigm, there is no place for decontextualized testing of discrete language elements" (p. 358). And with the advances in computer technology, more complex contextualized tests can be created that closely resemble real-life interactions (Chalhoub-Deville, 2001 ).
Authenticity
Many in the profession consider it important to use authentic contexts and language (i.e., structures and vocabulary used naturally) in language testing (Shrum & Glisan, 2005) . They believe that, at the very least, students seem to be more motivated and responsive when language-learning materials are relevant to their individual interests and communicative needs (Omaggio Hadley, 2001 ). It must be pointed out, however, that there are those who would like to see more empirical evidence for the case of authenticity. Lewkowicz, for example, argues that "we need to question the claims that have been made about the importance of authenticity in language tests, and that such claims need to be supported by empirical research" (as cited in Bachman, 2000, p. 13) .
Interactivity
In addition to using contextualized and authentic language in testing, language testing specialists believe an interactive, or integrative, approach is needed, one which involves testing more than one point at a time (Cohen, 1994) . This interactive approach allows the assessment of specific features of the language in a communicative language context. In other words, "tests can be constructed to integrate specific lexical, grammatical, sociolinguistic, and discourse features so that they are assessed as they operate in naturalistic discourse contexts throughout the test" (Omaggio Hadley, 2001, p. 397) .
Test Validity
Many volumes have been written regarding the importance and types of test validity (e.g., construct, content, external, internal, face, and predictive validity). Although it is not in the scope of this paper to discuss in detail each type of validity, it is necessary to emphasize that test items must represent language in its natural context. As stated by Alderson and Banerjee (2002) , "The onus is on the test developer to show that test performance is a good sample of the behaviour that would occur in the real setting" (p. 99). Additional validity concerns pertinent to computer-based testing (CBT) include user familiarity with the computer, which could introduce construct-irrelevant variance (Roever, 2001) . A further concern in web-based computerized testing is that of making sure the testing situation and location adequately match the importance of the test. For example, if the test being administered is for a moderate to high-stakes purpose such as for acquiring academic credit or a salary increase, it is imperative that the test be secure, proctored, and administered in a controlled environment. If, however, the test is taken for a low-stakes intent such as placement or diagnostic purposes, no proctoring is necessary. In these kinds of testing situations, there is no reason for individuals taking the test to give less than an honest effort, inasmuch as they would be the ones to suffer the consequences of any testing impropriety.
Test Delivery
Even since the advent of sophisticated computer technology, most language tests "assess effectiveness in terms of short-term mastery of discrete point, disconnected, and usually relatively trivial items of language" (Garrett, 1991, p. 2) . As expressed by Chalhoub-Deville (2001), "Advances in technology should encourage test developers to move beyond the thinking that has long dominated paper-and-pencil testing and inspire the use of 'disruptive' applications, by which assessments are conceptualized and implemented in innovatively different ways" (p. 97). These "innovative" methods of testing should include more interactive measures that provide learners with feedback on their performance and give them a gauge of how close they are to attaining their language learning goal (Roever, 2001 ).
PRODUCING A CONTEXTUALIZED, ONLINE, DIAGNOSTIC TEST OF SPANISH
For a number of years at Brigham Young University we have had a diagnostic test for Spanish that accompanied software (CLIPS, formerly TICCIT) that was designed to provide instruction and practice with specific Spanish grammar principles. This test was made up of unrelated, discrete-point items that appeared independent of any specific context. Following the profession's direction towards communicative language instruction and assessment, we have attempted to provide a more "true-to-life" testing experience by creating a new, contextualized, diagnostic exam. We designed the test so that students taking it would "be in contact with a genuine communicative situation" (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 27) in which the grammatical concept being tested is naturally used.
Test Development
Item creation
The goal of this project was to develop test items that would assess students' ability to use grammar concepts needed to accomplish specific communicative tasks that are relevant to the world within which the typical college student examinee (19-24 years old) lives and interacts. Bachman (2002) asserts that there are three issues involved in designing task-based language assessment instruments: (a) define content domain specifications, (b) select appropriate tasks, and (c) relate the assessment activities to real-life tasks. According to Bachman, "one reason that the specification of assessment tasks is critical is that the particular tasks we include in our assessment will provide the basis for one part of the validity argument: that of content relevance and representativeness" (p. 459). We, the authors of the current project, along with a team of students, determined a variety of contexts around which the grammar concepts were to focus and then identified specific tasks that students would likely need to accomplish within those contexts. The content for the contextualized items was developed from a variety of sources, including public domain authentic texts, paraphrased news and literary texts, and original material developed by the authors. Test items pertaining to a given task and context formed a small testlet. Each testlet contained items testing a variety of grammar concepts. Due to the nature of interaction with the computer, most of these tasks focused on writing, editing, or transcribing activities, as appropriate to the context. For example, tasks might include editing a paper in the context of an education class, preparing a poster for a community event, or assisting a roommate with a writing assignment.
Within the contextualized task, the actual student input may take the form of three item types: multiple-choice item in the form of a drop-down list, short-answer entry consisting of single words or short phrases to be typed in, or passage-edit in which the student is given a text that must be edited by removing errors or by adding inflections or other information. Figure 1 shows an example of a contextualized multiple-choice and short-answer item. 
Tools for test development
During the test-authoring process, a number of tools were developed to assist the authors in developing items. These tools were designed to ensure that all desired grammatical concepts were covered in appropriate contexts, that they were displayed correctly, and that they were checked for scoring accuracy.
One of the tools, a "Concept Tracker," was created to allow the authors to determine item concept coverage (see Figure 2) . As the authors created items and the task-based testlets, this table was updated to indicate the number of existing items per concept.
Figure 2 Item Concept Tracker
The entire authoring process was conducted through the internet, with draft texts reviewed through emailed documents that were then uploaded into a rudimentary testlet editor (see Figure 3) .
Figure 3 Testlet Editor Showing Editing Functions and Example of Mark-up Symbols
This web-browser-based testlet editor allowed the nontechnical authors to focus on item development and then add simple mark-up symbols to display the items in a testlet preview screen (see Figure 4) . Using this preview screen, the authors could check the display as students would see it, proof the text, and check the scoring functions.
Figure 4 Preview Screen of the Testlet Editor Displaying Possible Item as Students Would See It
Test Delivery
The new, contextualized test can be delivered as a stand-alone instrument or-as intended from its inception-through the CLIPS course management system. Inasmuch as a diagnostic test is considered a low-stakes test, it was considered appropriate to administer the test via the internet using standard internet browsers. This approach provides all the convenience of internet access but also is subject to the vagaries of internet connections and bandwidth.
To take the diagnostic test, students log in with their ID and password and follow the online instructions for taking the test. As the test progresses, the software keeps track of the items the students have completed and whether the items were answered correctly. If at any time students need to exit the test, or if there is a power outage or equipment failure, the testing program "remembers" the student's exit point and continues the test at that point when the student resumes testing.
Student Diagnostic Report
When students have completed the test, a performance report is generated to inform them of how well they performed on the specific grammatical concepts examined (see Figure 5) . A message is presented to the students instructing them whether or not additional study of the concept is recommended.
Figure 5 Portion of an Examinee's Exam Performance Report
If the diagnostic test is taken as part of the CLIPS management program, the test acts as a preliminary diagnostic tool to direct students to those points of Spanish grammar where review is needed. The CLIPS program then presents students with appropriate remediation and practice items. The CLIPS management system scores as "passed" those individual CLIPS lessons and segments that correspond to concepts diagnosed as understood through the assessment.
Test Performance Tracking
Internet tools were written to simplify the viewing of student test data for item analysis. Statistics for each item are summarized in a browser display table (see Figure 6 ), and links from the summary information take the reviewer directly to a detailed item information display. (Figure 7 is an example of an item information table showing details and performance data for Item #2 of Testlet "sp-arts-bjc-1a.") Links from this display go directly to the item or testlet editors for further item refinement if necessary.
Figure 6
Item Summary Statistics Table   Figure 7 Detailed Item Performance Statistics Table
Analysis of the Contextualized Diagnostic Test
Procedures
Permission was granted from the university's Institutional Review Board (IRB) to conduct a study to determine the effectiveness and feasibility of the newly developed contextualized diagnostic test. Students participating in the study gave their consent for us to use and publish the data collected.
Initially, five highly proficient students, as recommended by their professors, were asked to take the entire examination and note comments about items they viewed as being problematic; a dialog box for reviewers' comments was provided in the beta version of the test. The students were compensated for their time. Due to personal conflicts of one student and time constraints of another, only three of the five students completed the entire exam and provided a complete set of valid answers and comments from which test performance data were collected and analyzed. Information gathered from these students allowed us to check for items that were confusing, not working properly, not being scored correctly, or exhibiting some other negative characteristic.
In addition to the input from the advanced students as noted above, three full-time professors of Spanish (two of whom were native speakers of Spanish) reviewed the test and provided feedback.
The test was taken over the internet, either at the individual's home, office, or in one of our university computer labs. Examinee identification information was collected and stored when they entered the testing program. Instructions for proceeding through the test were given when the individuals logged onto the test. They were also informed that they could take the test in several sessions if needed; they could exit the test after completing any testlet. The testing program keeps track of the last testlet completed and begins at that point when the test is accessed again. Although testlets are administered in random order, data regarding which testlets have been taken by individuals are stored so that they will not receive the same testlet twice. As examinees progress through the test, the computer checks their responses and logs whether the responses were correct or incorrect. After completing the entire test, a report is generated, as shown in Figure 5 above, informing examinees of how well they are able to handle various Spanish grammar concepts and where additional study is needed.
The amount of time the initial three students took to complete the exam was much longer than expected, so we reviewed all of the items to determine where duplication of grammar concepts could be reduced. After this revision, an entire class of advanced students were offered payment to take the revised exam. Data from these students provided a much better picture of which items might be too easy or difficult or had other problems not discovered by the initial three students. The test was then further revised. At the beginning of fall semester of 2006, the test was made available to all intermediate-to advanced-level Spanish students who were using the CLIPS program for class or personal work.
Results
Twenty-three students who took the new contextualized test also had recently taken the former discrete-point diagnostic test. Upon reviewing the performance of the 23 students who had taken both versions (i.e., the discrete-point and the contextualized tests), we found that six students had spent far less time on the contextualized version than other students had. Suspecting that these students had not taken the test seriously, we ran a correlation plot of all the students and found that these six students were, indeed, extreme outliers; therefore, we decided not to use their scores in the comparison analysis. The test scores of the remaining 17 students were correlated to determine the amount of overlap that existed between the two tests, or, in other words, how much variance in the discrete-point test was accounted for by the contextualized test. The correlation coefficient between the two tests was .89. Table 1 shows the correlation data. In addition to comparing the students' scores on the tests, we also collected information regarding the time it took students to complete each test. Data from previous administrations of the discrete-point test showed that it takes an average of about 1 hour to 1 hour and 20 minutes to complete four sections of varying length in the test covering 48 general grammar topics. The new contextualized diagnostic test took an average of about 4 hours and 10 minutes. The extended time was due to the fixed-length testlets, which covered 177 specific aspects of the 48 general grammar points. Although the contextualized test functioned well, the frustration level of the students was high due to the length of the test.
CONCLUSIONS
Validity of the discrete-point diagnostic test has been established over a long period of use. For many years it has very successfully helped students identify which concepts of the Spanish language they needed to study more. Based on the high correlation with the discrete-point test (.89), it appears that the contextualized test is also a valid indicator of areas of strengths and deficiencies in the language. However, the issue of practicality is still in question. Comparing the amount of time it takes students to acquire basically the same diagnostic information from the discrete-point test, it takes nearly four times that amount of time with the contextualized test. Even though the dramatic increase from 328 to approximately 1,200 items affected the attitude of the testing experience, it did not seem to change the diagnostic results. When the investment in time and staff resources required to construct a contextualized test is considered, which is substantial, it appears there is little, if any, measurement advantage to using the contextualized test. It should also be noted, however, that, judging from the comments of students who took both tests, some seemed to "enjoy" completing the contextualized test items more than the discrete-point items. One student went so far as to report, "It was a fun experience."
Recognizing that the results of this study are based on a fairly small and universityspecific testing sample, we cannot, unfortunately, generalize these findings to the larger academic community. Additional work needs to be done to reduce the number of contextualized testlets so that the test will still be valid-but also practical. Once this is accomplished, the contextualized testing format needs to be subjected to a broader user base for more thorough assessment. 
NOTE
